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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this document 

1. In 1990 Parliament passed the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act which was 
concerned with regulating the provision of certain fertility treatments and with research 
involving human embryos. The Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HFEA) 
was set up by the Act primarily to license and regulate all centres in the IJK carrying out 
i) fertility treatment which involves the use of donated eggs or sperm (eg donor 
insemination), or of embryos created outside the body (in vitro fertilisation or IVF), ii) 
storage of eggs, sperm and embryos and iii) research on human embryos. 

2. One of the other duties of the Authority is to provide guidelines for licensed centres 
offering assisted conception and to do so properly it must consider issues which are of 
concern to society generally. When addressing such issues the HFEA must not only take 
account of the concerns and interests of the licensed centres but also of donors, patients, 
children and the wider public. This document considers the issues surrounding sex selection 
and the ways of achieving it through assisted conception. It looks at the reasons for wanting 
to choose the sex of a child and addresses the arguments for and against each of the reasons 
and methods. By considering the ethical, social, legal and practical issues surrounding sex 
selection it is hoped that this document will stimulate a wide range of responses which the 
HFEA can take into account in deciding whether or when sex selection should be offered as 
part of licensed fertility services in the UK. This document is not concerned with the 
question of sex selection outside the UK. 



What is meant by sex selection 

3. Sex selection in this document means choosing the sex of a potential child through 
assisted conception. A man’s sperm are of two types: half have an X chromosome and half 
have a Y chromosome. The sex of a baby is determined by which type of sperm fertilises 
a woman’s egg. The X chromosome produces a girl and the Y chromosome a boy. In the 
past if a couple wished to have a child of a particular sex there was no sure way to have 
either a boy or a girl. Now medical techniques are becoming available which may give a 
greater chance of choosing the sex of a baby. One technique involves attempting to sort a 
man’s sperm and then using either the X- or the Y-bearing sperm to give a girl or a boy. 
Another method is to identify the sex of an embryo created outside the body and transfer to 
the uterus an embryo of the required sex. These techniques are explained more fully later 
in the document. 
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